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Introductfon 

/ The Feoruaq -972 agreement between Chmese Commumst Party leader 1fao Zedong 

and Umted States (US) President I&hard Xrxon to normahze dtplomattc re:a:rons 
I 

5ntdamentally and dramatrcally altered the nature of US-Smo relations and strategtcally 

changed tne nature of Chma’s role In the commumty of natrons The skAfu1. pamstakmg 

and at trmes bnihant dlpiomattc work of Chinese Premrer Zhou Enlar resuftmg m -he 

openmg to the West was perhaps Zhou’s most remarkable dlplomatrc achlex ement m a 

career marked by many dlpiomatxc coups spannmg more than twenty years The opening 

to the West lard the groundwork for Chma to reenter the mtemational world order after a 

penod of intense Isolatron and rt established the basis for Chma to be taken senously as a 
I 

player on -he mtematlonaf scene It was Zhou’s finest hour 

Zhou’s Grand Stratew 

Both Henry I&anger and Ronald C Kenh, m their dtscusaons of Zhou’s s-ratqc 
I 
I 

vtslon ant tdeologmal framework advance separate theses on the dnvmg motrv anon and 
/ 

prisms through which Zhou viewed the world and defined Chma’s natronal Interest(s) 

Krssmger speaks rbrcefirily of understancmg Zhou s srratee through a “valance of 

power ’ \ Isron whrch &used Zhou’s engagement wtth Klssmger m the penoa 1% hen China 

was attemutmg to reenter the world scene ’ Kenh speaks of Zhou’s self-de3muon as a 
I 

‘reahst, XI only m ‘Chinese iMarxIst-Lenmrst terms ’ and how an tmportant pan of hrs 



“~eahsm” resred upon the foundations of an “ldeologlcal understandmg of “workstyle” 

I 
and umted front “strategies and pohcles ” ’ 
I 

i This paper suggests that ciassrc European baianceaf-pomer or 1deologlcalIy dnven 

&tons’ modeled after Chmese revolutronary rhought do not fully explam Zhou’s strateg! 

m managmg China’s approach to the West A balance-of-power strategy may be a 

cbnstruct to explam the one sl,onrfant result of the negotlatlons--Chma bullding an 
I 

al/lance with the CS agamst the Soviet Lmon--but it does not explam Chou’s grand 

st!rategy C-IOU’S statecraft was not dnven sxmply by a desire to create a new power 

balance against Moscow Rather, Zhou’s strategy was to attempt to reintegrate Chma in 

the mtematronal system by normahzmg relations wnh the Western superpower on 
I 

condmons which were acceptable to Chmese polmcal Interests at a time when China’s 
I 

Ieadershp was fractured and the natlon m disarray Zhou’s strategy reveals that he was a 

darmg practmoner of realist diplomacy who vlewed negotlatmg wtth the West as the 

means to achieve some measure of domestic stablhty and the re-estabhshment of China’s 

economic well-bemg (Mao had also gven Zhou responslbxIity for runnmg the economy) 
I 1 

after a penod of tremendous Internal turbulence which brought Chma to the bnnk of socLa1 

d$ocatlon and dxsaster ’ in domg so, Zhou stated Chmese foreign pohcy would be based 
I 

on’ the pnnclples of “mdependence”, “so\erelgn equahty ‘, and “self-rehance, ’ thus 

mdmtammg China’s desire to remam Independent siom a stnct power Aoc arrangement 

’ Ronald C Kctth txd. p 181 
3 Kath states for Zhou ldcolog \\;15 not Just n fncadc rt nns the lntcllcc!ual source for Zliou s 
peqonal 11 orkstl Ic Z IOU s rcnhsm MS 3 mnlter of formal Ideological conccptlon u hx? drew on the 
pratacal cvxcncc of unrtcd front ~011ucs lbrd p IOY 
’ Edwin 3 -io\t lrgucs that bx the mxdd c of l90S so muc? dcstructlon hnd occurrcc and the thrc,n of 
tot4 a\ II ~\nr \\-~b so 2r.z It that 11 IO Zcdoq c I cd on the Pso31,- s -I xra~on -\rrnl the onI\ c c’mc!~t 
III Cti~rn 1 I I[ bt111 hx m sctirrll C‘CI trol to rc’5t3rL Jr:,- 3 \III T -at -I 1~‘ RI>,‘ o- the Chmc\rl 
R~‘JUJ~K (kx 1c.v~ \kGrlu-Hill ?uA~sIm~ Cortnmt I’NL)) p 2’1,’ 



I3efinme Yatronal Inrerests 

I .tiy nation-state’s most basx and fundamental self or nauonal Interest must be -he 

physIca surv~t al of the state All other ways to define natlonal mterest--tntematlonai 

power projectron, rntemat~onal prestige, intematronal economrc control. regronal 

mh uence--and the strategres used to advance them--are Tredicated upon the mregr+ of 

the natron state In the late 1960s and early 197Cs, the Chmese state apparatus was 

threatened by the ravages of the Cultural Revoiuuon and Mao was under attack by 

rapicals wnhm ms own Party who threatened hrs leadership (and by extensxon Zhou’s)5 

who urged even greater revolutron Zhou viewed China, as a result of the Cultural 

Revolutron, internally weak, soctally dislocated with deeply fragmented leadership and 

weakened polrncal mstnuttons Zhou’s advocacy of remtegratlon mto the mtemauonal 

system and hu dlplomatrc actrwsm closely meshed wtth Zhou’s efforts to rebuild Chma’s 

pa& and state mstitutrons and economy severely damaged in the Cultural RevoIutron 6 

Therefore, I would argue that In analyzmg the relatne Importance of the mtematronal 

and domestrc envnonments’ Impact on the way In whrch Zhou defined Chma s nauonal 

mtlerest m this umefiame, Zhou stewed :hese interests pnmanly m terms of a stablhzatron 

of the Internal domesttc pohtrcal srtuauon By proJectrng outward and rmrratmg an 

In the late 1960 s Znou had been denounced J\ more radial slcmcnts x%lth the part? struclurc 3s a 
rlghtlsr and ws unable to stop the destrucnon of the Cxncsc Forclgn Mmstn 

’ Klssmgcr s focus on balance-of-pox\er thconcs to expiam Zhou s behavior and his cxpianation of 
almost soleI> c\tcmal factors \\ hlch droxe Zhou to deal 1~1th Washmgton do not tab: into consldcmtlon 
the carrots 1mo1~ ed In the negonarrons Ncrthcr tisstngcr nor Karh mcntlon that 3s :ixangcr tra c cd 
to ?eklng to ncgotwc \\lth Zhou m Juh 1991 ‘the (n)egotlat:ons wrc aided b\ dcasrons of the trcasuT\ 
and other dcxtrtmcnts to end the ban on the transfer of LS dollars to China--C.uncs~-~mcnc~ns couid 
no\) send moncx to rclatn cs on rhc mainland--ro 410~ Amcnczm on ncd ships unccr foray flags to 
trajspon good to China and to allo\\ Chmcsc capons into the US for the first tlmc smcc the Korc?n 
\L’a’r - Jonxhcln D Sxncc The Scnrch for Xlodcrn Chin? (SW Yorh iV \\ Lonon R Cornxm 
IdO) p 631 Sxnrc also cxplxns cultc dc?rl\ that L-1 IO nnd Z 1011 ~xcrc under prxsur: from 
LII-[I~‘*LI.I scy~knts 0-t x (rcmwnlrlg) ‘,oI1@1111; c ,‘rnCIll> 111 c 11111 10 C\9lOll L s I,‘, 111~‘3~lr: 1 fc’\c‘ .-xi 

lo rccm C iin 1 3 cc’ i oxiicnt yrinap2ll~ thr: 31 incusir\ 
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overture to the West, Zhou was not only stgnahng to the West that the chaos was endmg,’ 

$ut was sending a message both to a severely damaged party and bureaucrauc structure 

t-?at Mao would not contmue to impose an Internal gag order on Its pohtxcai rnstnuuons 

In addmon, Zhou was signahng to Mao’s pohucal nvals (which mciuded his wtfe) that .le 

was changing the course of domesuc pohcy and the excesess of the CuIturaI Revolution 

had to end. There IS little comcrdence that the negouatlons wnh Krssmger came on the 

Heels on Chma’s admntance to the LX m the early 1970s and that after normaiizatron of 

relations with the Unned States, Chma normafited relauons wnh Japan Zhou realized 

that Chma needed to anchor itself m the western mtemattonai structure to stabilize Its 

internal situation 

The Role of Ideoiow 

I have stated that revolutionary ideology mfusmg Chma’s attempts to advance its 

Interests on the world stage or pure balance of power concerns do not sufficiently expiam 

why China Joidly reached out to nonnahze relations wtth the United States Admitted&, 

Internal polmcal necessuy compelled Zhou :o craft his diplomatic rhetonc wtthm a 

Marxrst-Leninist rdeological framework and to explan his strategy rn rdeoiogrcal terms I 

would argue communist regimes ‘taIk ’ and “negotiate” m tdeologrcal and Marurst- 

Lenmist terms, in part as a way to legrumize therr regrmes Therefore n becomes easy to 

ascribe Ideological rationales for what may In truth be pragmauc and reahst Jased 

dectstons As ZAOU obser\,ed to Klssmger. the US shouId observe Peking’s acuons not IX 

rhetonc the anti-Amencan propaganda was Ymng an empty cannon -’ 



If, as Keith argues. revolutionary ideology had Informed Zhou’s vlslon of the 
I 

lAternatIonal ~ohtlcal snuatlon, the geopohtlcal context, as we11 as probIded some type of 

plan of action for Chma’s relations III the mtematlonal arena, then It IS drficult to 

1 
uhderstand Beymg’s tlmmg to reach out to the West Why wouid a nlghly revolutlomzed 

I I 
cpmmumst regxme reach out to an lmpenallst power which was playmg heavily m &an 

pohtxcs--and whose actions ran contrary to Chma’s interests? At the time when Cl&a 

Tade Its overture to Washmgton, the C-S contmued to be engaged m a war agunst one of 

Chma’s allies, North Vietnam, m May 1970 the US moved mto Cambodia, m early I971 

tde South Vietnamese began mcurslons into Laos, supported by the US and domestlcaIIy 

the Pentagon Paper had been published, provldmg glarmg details of mconslstencxes in US 

foreign policy 

Agam, It was Chma’s internal sltuatlon which IS the key to understanding the txrnmg of 

tffe negotxatxons and Zhou’s pragmatrc and reahst approach Zhou’s strategy was borne of 

p&tlcal necessity Chma’s internal srtuatlon 1s the reason why Zhou reJec:ed Nixon’s 

framework of a five power balance-of-power economic system dommated by the US, 

Soviet Union. European C-x-non, Japan and China If Zhou were a classic Aance of 

power purist. would not this mtellectual framework hate been appeahng to him? Zhou 

was 3amfully cogmzant that C lma was m no posmon to play a dominant role on the world 

scene Zhou s rejection of hlkon’s frame\\oork was less motltated from rdeologlcal 

objection -ban ?om a gractlcal one--China hat lttle to no internal po\%er to project on 

/ 
sue-t a scale outward Zhou in :Bcr \\as clear that he did not blew C lma as a ‘great 

pc$ker and emphasized the imoortance of mce2endence and ‘so\ erelgn equalit> - to 

eqabllsl China s reiuc:ance to -om an) greater zoL\er scleme 



I 
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6 
One Man’s Obtectlve IS Another Man’s Ounortunnv and Other Man s Threat 

I He- Klssrnger argues that China’s obrecnve m reachmg out to the West was to 
I 

“enhance their country’s mtematronal standing and undercut :hat of Tarwan“ as well as 

bemg mottvated ‘111 part m response :o the Soviet military threat along -heir borders “’ I 

would argue that the issues of Soviet expanstonlsm, the status of Taiwan as well as the 

strategtc posmon of Japan m Asta were viewed both as threats and oppornmitles upon 

w,hlch Z-IOU believed he could negotiate with the Cmted States Zhou used geopohncal 

issues as the context of the negotlatlons--they were m essence the language of the 

negottattons They were not the endgame The endgame was normalization of external 

relations to stabilize the internal sltuatton The Shanghai Commumque is dtstmguished by 

how mucn China and the Lmted Stated disagreed on fundamental forergn policy tssues. 

By understanding the domestic envtronrnent m whtch Zhou was operating polmcalIy, the 

commonly held obJectives--advancmg mternattonal influence, proJecrmg mtematlonai 

?ower based on ideoiogtcal terms or constructmg balance of power structures--carry much 

less weight as explanations of state beha\tor m this case 
I 

Zhou correctiy assessed that usmg the issue of contammg Sovtet expanstonrsm was a 

great enticement for Axon, and Its focus as a pomt of the negonattons played mto Xixon’s 

Cold War framework as well as played m Zhou’s favor If by negonatmg with the L’nned 

States, the dertvattve effect was to counterbaiance the Sotlets, then Chma accrued an 

addmonai benefit m its dnve to establish a posmon m the rnternattonal system and to 

establish some measure of mternal order out of chaos Kenh points out. I behe\e 

co!recrl\ that Zhao s tnter3reratton oftle word legemomsm w-~cl Klssmger oehexes 

Ki,smgcr lblc p -;-r--:5 
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I 7 
1s a codev+ord for Soviet expanslomsm, was agreed to by Zhao exactly because xs I 
/ 

tieanmg 1s ambiguous and could be interpreted m a broader context, not necessanly 

t+,rgetted against the Soviet Umon In facr, m talks with North Vietnamese leader Pham 

Van Dong, Zhou likens US policy to a ‘-strategem of aggression” which could be 

interpreted as Zhou’s condemnation of CS “hegemomsm ” 

Zhou’s Stratem 

We habe learned that strategy “mvolves appIyrng resources to a&eve ObjecttiLes ” 

What then were Zhou’s resources’ At first glance, they would appear to be lnnited m 

nature and scope China had neither the mdltary nor econormc might or apparent socla1 

cohesion to use as levers m its ?ohcy of approachmg the West It had de1iberateIy waged 

L&U upon Itself and had mtennonally sought to isolate itself from the wor1d But Zhou had 

a more subtie resource--namely hnnself and an ability to project a powe&I resource, yet 

ar the same time a Iatent one, an image that China was emergmg on the world scene and 

would act as a counterbalance for the United States against the Sowet Union Zhou’s 

most eTectlve resource m negotiating %-St with Henry fissmger and then \\lth &chard 

Ylxon was his consummate ability as a diplomat to negotiate condrtlons accegtable to 

Chma’s internal concerns wiule appealing to the obJectIves of a heretofore opposing and 

hostile power lo 

” <lssmger could not bc more sudaton than tnlhmg of Zhou s shill 2s a negotiator XIC! IIS poncrful 
prcscnce as 3 statesman Klssmgcr commcnrcd Zhou 3iai m short ~3s one of the 1x10 or three most 
~~prcss~xe men I haxc e~cr met Crbanc miimtcl~ patrcnt cw~orcmar~l~ mtcllgcnt- rdbtlc hc moxcd 
through our dIscussIons I\ Ith an csq grace that pcncrratcd to the csscncc of our ncn rcA*.onshlp 3s If 
thcrc \\crc no scnslblc altcrnati~e I haxc akid\ c\xcsscd mu npxcantlon of Zhou s autstxlctng 
qu 1 IIICS I hl\ c met no cx x--\\n.l thr wxptlon of cz G ml C--U 1111 III cquA gr wp of \ xL cx xts -41s 
dolt c’cgz oidcta u.15 k4onisxng Jut it 1x n1111i c \ 123s 11~2 ~-111 15 i\cJ ;0111312\ 1 Zlial ‘1 9 
l,ld in c’\traoranan grasp of rhc rc .monshtp ot c\c’nts pps ‘-Ii TO-3 I 



I s 
I Zhou’s other great resource, xvhich he appropriately assessed and mampuIated, was an 

-hencan Prestdent (and his natronal secunty advisor) who was a strategxst not only 

wtihng to reach an accommodation with China, gut who phxlosophicaily beheved that such 

an arrangement served US natlo& interests It was Zhou’s great fortune that both 

Krssmger and Ntxon, master practrtroners and faith&l believers of balance-of-power 

pohtrcs. were not concerned wnh Chma’s human nghts record and drd not base their 

foreign policy objectives on an idealist conception of mtemationai reiations Kissinger IS 

remarkably silent on China’s internal snuation and does not dwell on the internal chaos 

whch had convulsed Chma Zhou successMy gauged that a diplomatic strategy of 

appealing to Sixon’s key priority--stoppmg Sovret expansronism--would provide fertile 

ground upon whmh to negotiate a normahzatlon of relations 

Lessons from Zhou’s Statecraft 

There are four key lessons m the statecraft of Zhou En-la1 for present day US foreign 

pohcy pracmioners The first critical lesson IS that natron states who have vastly different 
I 

1 4 eologrcal vtstons of governance--20th domestic and International--who appear to share 

no common elements and who m facr may be m competmon r\lrh each other m some 

arenas can still successfilly negotiate for mutually beneficial arms If there are posmve 

ends for both Those ends may be different, and may even be contradictory. but If there is 

some overlap where 30th srdes be.ieve the Sam IS more important than the cost. 

negotiation IS possible The second key lesson IS that the imponance of :he mdittdual 

statesman can never 3e underestimated Zhou En-la1 IS perhacs one ofthe greatest 

examp es of a statesman \\ho nesorrated from a tremendous ccsmon of\\eskness” , bef 



Y 
overcame that weakness wnh Ml, aplomb, personal prestige and a sense of mlsslon’z 

The thxd cntrcal lesson IS that m foreign pohcy formanon. a nation should never overlook 

tne Importance of the domestic dimensions of the other natlon Foreign Toliaes may 

spnng from domestic pohcles or :hey may be dnven by domestx dynamxs or they may be 

the means to achieve domesrlc ends, the two are remarkably Intertwined and one has 

impact on the other Zhou understood the importance of tlxs symblotlc relationshp he 

needed external anchormg to stablllze the domestic atuanon. The fourth key lesson IS that 

diplomacy m whxh mdlvidual statesmen engage m tradmond means of discourse and use 

the tools of bargammg and negotlatlon remains an ever potent and conslderabie “weapon” 

m our foreign policy arsenal The greatness of Zhou’s grand strategy m opening to the 

west demonstrates that the results of non-vtolent means of statecraft, at times, may be 

more endunng than objectives aclxeved through rmlitary vxtones 

\\ hat Zhou knen --that Lm Btao had dttd m Mongolta rhc prc~ IOUS Stzptember that 3eng .Ylaopmg 
laborcc m a grtm! machme shop m ctstatt Jtang\~ rhat Chma had been rurncd rnto a wtstchnd mxillons 
dcx >oxlatton stunned factones m cobncbs schools ;1 shambles On& 3 hnncful sew that Vao 
Zccong xtd collaxcd after the Lm Bmo AXur and Ia\ cozmg tn bed or III a lounge char ha hart and 
lungs unable (0 pro\ Ide atough blood to his bran -lamson E Sahsbun. The ‘G.w Smacrors Chtna In 
the 5ra of iL1ao and Dcnq (\cn York Axon 3ooks 1997) p W6 
” 
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